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Quinn: The Practice of Rebaptism at Nauvoo

the

practice of rebaptism at nauvoo
D michael quinn

until recently on the

rare occasions when rebaptism has been
mentioned in LDS histories the central incident has been the rebaptism of brigham young and his fellow apostles in the salt
lake valley on 6 august 1847 all chroniclers of that event have
left the impression that this was the first occasion in mormonism
where rebaptism for renewal of covenants was practiced the one
author who acknowledges that the practice of rebaptism existed
during the lifetime of joseph smith also limited that practice to
two functions 1 those who were baptized for remission of sins
prior to 1830 and who were re baptized as members of the church
once it was organized on 6 april 1830 and 2
some members of
the church who were in transgression were again baptized without first having lost their membership by excommunication 2
on the other hand a recent scholarly history of the LDS
church has noted
1

in the nineteenth century it had been common
for members to rededicate themselves to building up the kingdom
through rebaptism this practice was not considered essential to salvation but was a symbol of rededication on other occasions the
saints were re baptized as a symbolic gesture related to blessings for
their health entry into the united order preparation for marriage
and even for going to the temple if they had not been there for
some time 3

for many

years

As we study the records and journals we find this latter statement
an accurate general description of rebaptism among the latter day
D michael quinn is assistant professor of history at brigham young university
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saints rebaptism was manifest during the lifetime of joseph
smith jr it was particularly prominent during the nauvoo years
and served many functions
REBAPTISM FOR ENTERING A NEW

ecclesiastical relationship

the

earliest suggestion of rebaptism in LDS history was in the
1830 book of mormon description of the righteous nephites
Nep hites
being rebaptized at the command of the resurrected christ when
he visited them 4 then although joseph smith and oliver cowdery had baptized themselves and others for remission of sins for
nearly a year prior to the organization of the church in 1830 the
previously baptized followers of joseph smith were again baptized
as members of the newly organized church of christ 5 these two
examples have been described as necessary ordinances to introduce
gospel followers into a new church organization 6
although the documents are fragmentary there is evidence
that during the nauvoo period of the church previously baptized
latter day saints were baptized again when they moved from a distant branch of the church to the nauvoo area between 1841 and
18
1843
43 for example ten members of the church who moved to the
nashville iowa branch were added to the branch by being rebap
rebab
sized 7 the specific reason for this rebaptism is not indicated it
tized
might have been an absence of records proving their prior baptism or it might have been that the newly arrived saints wished
to demonstrate their rededication after making a long journey to
the new branch
REBAPTISM FOR

reformation

AND REMISSION OF SINS

the

earliest known case in which a person was re baptized because he felt that he had faltered in his original baptismal commitments
mit ments was on 7 may 1832 on that date david johnson requested and received rebaptism because he had lived unworthy of
the communion of the sacrament and also because the man who
had baptized him had been subsequently excommunicated A year
later in kirtland john murdocks diary notes that he rebaptized
see
ce

hi 1910 13
nephi 121 and 3 N
nephi
7the
joseph smith jr history athe
of the church ofjesus
of jesus christ of latter day saints ed B H roberts 7
vols salt lake city deseret book 1973 176 note hereafter cited as HQ
joseph fielding smith answers to gospel questions 5 vols salt lake city deseret book
1957 1966 3205 06
records of nashville iowa branch after page 84 of seventies record A cr33 archives division
slon of the historical department of the church of jesus christ of latter day saints salt lake
city utah one of the 1843 entries for rebaptism was mary willson colored woman
3
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benjamin bragg 188 these may have been isolated cases in the
1830s but during the nauvoo years rebaptism for reformation and
remission of sins was general among the latter day saints
william claytons
clay tons journal indicated that rebaptism for remisclaytona
sion of sins was practiced at nauvoo after joseph smith had remarked on the subject at april 1841 conference 9 however the beginning of a general nauvoo reformation can be dated from the
remarks of hyrum smith to the nauvoo high council on 18 january 1842 that there was a general want of action in the
church that he wanted every one to start anew 10 during the afternoon meeting on sunday 1I may 1842 the authorities at
nauvoo expanded this into a call for a reformation within the
church by that time the church at nauvoo had become embroiled in rumors and disclosures about unauthorized sexual activities wherein men like john C bennett chauncey and francis
higbee william smith and others had exploited numerous wolifery 12 although bennett and
men under the guise of spiritual wifery
others were disfellowshipped
ped or excommunicated for this unauthodisfellowship
rized conduct the effect of the situation was such that many were
urged to be rebaptized as indicated when dissident church member oliver H olney wrote on 27 july 1842 that when they do
wrong they get rebaptized they then stand fair in the sight of
god altho they have done ever so bad this is the theme
amongst those that are a wallowing in the mire 13
most of the latter day saints who were re baptized for remission of sins during the nauvoo period were not receiving this ordinance for what was regarded as gross misconduct but instead
for a personal reformation and remission of those sins which the
ancient apostle john said were part of the human condition 14 surviving certificates of baptism from nauvoo indicate that from
1833
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jared carter 1831
ofjared
18311833
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script library yale university new haven connecticut
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1843 to 1844 many members of the

church in good standing

were rebaptized for remission of sins 15 the general nature of
this nauvoo reformation is indicated in the enthusiastic letter of
jacob scott from nauvoo on 28 february 1843 nearly all the
church have been baptized again for the remission of their sins
since they joined the church 1I have also by the hands of br joseph as he himself has been
& 1I would advise jan and you
mary to attend to it as soon as you can have the opportunity of
16
an elder or priest of the church to administer it 1116
RENEWAL OF COVENANTS THROUGH BAPTISM FOR THE DEAD

as

although baptism for the dead has traditionally been regarded
distinct from rebaptism baptism for the dead at nauvoo was

also another form of rebaptism

since 1840 sermons and revelations had provided authorization for already baptized members of
the LDS
IDS church to be baptized in behalf of their deceased friends
and relatives 17 among instances of this practice within the joseph
smith family were emma smith being baptized for her father
isaac hale hyrum smith for his brother alvin lucy mack smith
for her brother uncle and aunts don carlos smith for his
friend general george washington and joseph smith performing baptisms for the dead as late as 5 july 1843 18 because
each living proxy had already been baptized the ordinance thus
provided a rebaptism for the living proxy as well as a first baptism
for the deceased as indicated in a certificate dated 4 july 1841
catharine fory renewed her covenant with the lord and was
19
baptized
baptised
bapti sed in behalf of
therefore each person who was baptized in behalf of another person was simultaneously renewing his
own or her own original covenants of baptism
181
111

REBAPTISM FOR HEALTH

the

frequent use of rebaptism at nauvoo as a means of healing sickness may have derived from evidences of healing that occurred upon original baptism for example rhoda richards sister
cords of baptisms at nauvoo CR 3421 LDS archives records of
records
ORe
the dead book C p 2 book D 23 april 1844 genealogical society of
christ of latter day saints salt lake city utah

nauvoo baptisms for
the church of jesus

warnock 28 february 1843 research library and archives of the
jacob scott to mary scott wamock
reorganized church of
ofjesus
jesus christ of latter day saints the auditorium independence missouri
HC 4231 558 568 69 595 dac
17hc
d&c 124 128
BRe
cords of baptisms at nauvoo CR 3421 records of baptisms for dead at nauvoo LDS
records
IDS
genealogical society
certificate in CR 3421

irs
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of apostle willard richards and subsequently a plural wife of joseph smith recorded in her journal that when she was baptized a
member of the LDS church on 2 june 1838
in obeying the
commands of the lord 1I found great good health was improved
poison disappeared the cake of ice was melted from my stomach 1I
found no need of thomsonian medicine 20 the first instructions
concerning baptism for health were given by joseph smith when
he dedicated the baptismal font of the nauvoo temple on 8 noclay ton
vember 1841 as recorded in a journal of william clayton
brother samuel rolfe being present and being seriously afflicted
with a felon on one hand president joseph instructed him to wash
in the font and told him he would be healed although the doctors
had told him it would not be well before spring and advised him to
have it cut he washed his hands in the font and in one week afterwards his hand was perfectly healed
after this time baptism was continued in the font and many realized great blessings both spiritually and bodily 21

use of the temple font was widely circulated and
within a few months a mormon in a distant branch of the
church wrote to the prophet 1 I have confidence that if I1 can be
baptized in the font 1I shall be healed of a hereditary disease 1I am
and ever have been laboring under what is known by the name
of sick head ache 1I hope to be with the saints soon 22 in time
baptisms for health were extended to the outlying branches of the
church as indicated by the baptisms for health performed in october 1843 at philadelphia by jedediah M grant 2523
although some were baptized for health purposes in the
nauvoo temple font still others resorted to the mississippi river
for this ordinance the most notable example occurred when joseph smith baptized his wife emma twice in the mississippi river
on 5 october 1842 because of her serious ill health and then
went with her on 1I november 1842 to the temple the font
completed
being the only part complete
dl for the benefit of her health 112424
the prophets anxiety for his wife to receive baptism for health
was such that a non mormon businessman reported that joseph
smith had interrupted a business interview because mrs smith lay
dangerously ill at the time and they ware about to administer the

word of this

journal of rhoda richards 2 june 1838 church archives punctuation added
21
journal of william clayton 1840 1845 p 21 8 november 1841 church archives
alphonso young to joseph smith 6 may 1842 newell K whitney family papers special
Ilbra ry brigham young university
collections harold B lee library
23 23philadelphia
philadelphia branch record p 99 RLDS research library
HC 5167 68 182
74hc
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rights of baptism to her

apostle willard richards also baptized his wife frequently for her health 26 certainly one of the
most extraordinary examples of baptism for health at nauvoo occurred in december 1842 when horace S eldredge cut holes in
the frozen river seven mornings in a row for the purpose of baptizing john bills for rheumatism and bleeding lungs 27 for the
mormons of nauvoo baptism for health was both a priesthood
cormons
ordinance and a dramatic demonstration of personal faith
REBAPTISM IN

1125
25

connection

WITH PLURAL MARRIAGE

although the evidence is not as clear as with other forms of
rebaptism at nauvoo it appears that members of the church were
also rebaptized as a preparation for or a confirmation of entering
into plural marriage brigham young recorded in his daily journal
on 30 october 1843 that he baptized sister cobb and harriet
cook but the next entry for 1I november 1843 was obliterated in
his journal 28 although it is regrettable historically the obliteration may have been regarded as necessary during the troubled
times of nauvoo for other records indicate that on this occasion
augusta adams cobb and harriet cook were sealed as plural
wives to brigham young by joseph smith 29 the association of rebaptism and plural marriage may also explain the following entry
in the journal of joseph smith on 11 may 1843 6 AM baptized
10 acbemm
berm en sarah alley ac
blank spaces sisters snow louisa bemen
bern
&c 30

cording to later affidavits eliza R snow had become joseph
smiths plural wife on 29 june 1842 louisa beaman had become
his plural wife on 5 april 1841 and sarah alley had been sealed
as a plural wife to joseph B noble on 5 april 1843 31 the blank
&c of this 11 may 1843 entry in the prophets journal
space and ac
may be explained by the affirmations of emily and eliza partridge
that they were sealed to joseph smith as plural wives on this date
november 1842 gillett and whittle papers manuscript
section illinois state historical society springfield illinois
6joumal of willard richards 15 april 16 april 27 april 7 july 1843 church archives
journal
journal of horace S eldredge december 1842 church archives
28joumal of brigham young 1840 1844 30 october 1 november 1843 church archives
journal
29 affidavit of augusta adams young on 12 july 1869 and affidavit of harriet cook young on
4 march 1870 in plural marriage affidavit books church archives they gave the date of the marriage as 2 november 1843
5 385
3ojoumal
585
journal of joseph smith jr 11 may 1843 church archives HC 5385
5585
affidavit of eliza R snow on 7 june 1869 and affidavit of joseph B noble on 26 june 1869
m israel A biographical
in plural marriage affidavit books hazel noble boyack A nobleman in
sketch ofjoseph
joseph bates noble pioneer to utah in 1847 cheyenne wyo pioneer printing co 1962
of josfph
p 69

turtle
tuttie
ajohn D gillett to smith tuttle
5john
john
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32 these incidents may demonin the presence of his wife emma 52
strate that the frequent use of rebaptism in utah during the nineteenth century as a preparation for endowment and sealing ordinances had its origin in nauvoo practices

THE HERITAGE OF NAUVOO REBAPTISM

As with nearly every public and private practice of

nauvoo

during the lifetime of joseph smith rebaptism was institutionalized by brigham young as he built the kingdom of
god throughout the great basin of the american west A history of those practices of rebaptism after the departure of the majority of the saints from nauvoo is beyond the scope of this article but as indicated by alien
ailen and leonard earlier the practice of
allen
rebaptism for rededication renewal reformation health and preparation for temple ordinances continued throughout the nineteenth
century although some rebaptism ordinances such as for health
and rededication continued to be performed as late as 1913 in
the temples the LDS presidency decided during the administration
of joseph F smith that since rebaptism ordinances had always
been supplementary to such principles and ordinances as individual
repentance partaking of the sacrament and priesthood blessing of
the sick it would be wise to discontinue a practice that might
tend to diminish the importance of the primary principles and ordinances
din ances upon which rebaptism was predicated this has been
momon doctrine
Do afine
done as elder bruce R mcconkie notes in mormon
atine
there is no need for and no ordinance of rebaptism in the

church

33

young on 1 may 1869 and affidavit of eliza partridge lyman on 1 july
1869 in plural marriage affidavit book in deseret evening news 18 october 1879 and in plural
255
235
233
1887233
1887235
marriage the historical record ed andrew jenson 6 may 1887
33bruce
and ed salt lake city bookcraft 1966 sv bapbruce R mcconkie mormon doctrine 2nd
3affidavit
affidavit of emily D

tism

p

71
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